Introduction
It has become common practice among Africanist scholars either to treat Botswana as an oddity when it does not fit the African stereotype of the incompetent, oppressive, and corrupt state or to deny the significance of its deviance from the stereotype in order to maintain a portrait of Africa as a continent of unmitigated failure with regard to the human social enterprise. Using the Botswana case, this chapter will examine how state power was consolidated to win it legitimacy and authority in the context of the challenges of the colonial legacy, deteriorating conditions in the world economy, and the growth of civil society. In particular, the chapter will focus on two key areas of the governance of the public sector (the economy and the political system) to illustrate the development of the Botswana state and its relationship with non-state agencies.
It is not the intention of this chapter either to flag the exceptionality line or to provide more stereotypical examples of failure. Rather, the chapter will examine some key historical processes that have given the Botswana state its form, content, and character. The starting point of my argument is that those who ascend to positions of state power are part of a larger structure of social agents who interact under particular historical circumstances, and that the character of the state reflects the outcomes of such interaction, the universalism of the state notwithstanding. The thrust of this discussion is on the making of the postcolonial state in terms of the roles of both state and non-state agencies, and the interplay of sectional interests and structural factors in the state-building process. This is a departure from the dominant discourse on the African state that is premised on the assumption that the African state is so dominant in political life that its nature and the weaknesses of non-state agencies can be meaningfully read only from the actions and intentions of those who have occupied state structures and institutions and who are linked to the interests of external hegemonies.
Like all other contemporary African countries, Botswana is a product of European colonial domination in the delineation of its political boundaries and the construction of the institutional structures and procedures on which the modern state was founded. Therefore, to understand the postindependence process of state building, it is important to recognize the colonial processes that created the conditions under which that started. Among the key factors that shaped the character of Botswana's formation were the limited presence of colonial administration and the territory's transformation into a labor reserve economy. The reason for minimal colonial administrative presence was that the territory had little of significant economic value to justify colonial administrative expenditure, but it was of strategic importance for thwarting competing German and Boer claims to territory during the scramble for Africa. Due to lack of exploitable natural resources, Botswana came to be used mainly to supply labor to the growing mining industry of the British colony of South Africa.
The administrative presence of the colonial government in this territory was succinctly captured by the white settlers when they stated in 1935, "From the inception of the Protectorate up to almost present times the history of colonial office rule is a very sad one to relate, especially in regard to this territory. It seems as if once the Territory had been declared a Protectorate, its responsibility ended there and then."
1 With limited direct colonial administration, the Protectorate for most of its colonial history was indirectly ruled through the traditional authorities of the most centralized tribal polities parallel to a minimum of colonial structures and institutions (e.g., the police force). The headquarters of Botswana's colonial administration were in South Africa.
Both politically and economically, the Protectorate was not prepared by the colonial administration for eventual autonomy as it was considered too poor to be viable as an independent entity. Instead, plans were made to incorporate it into the Union of South Africa. But these were later dropped when consideration was given to decolonization after World War II. The story of Botswana's postcolonial state building is a
